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People-centered Design is an approach and methodology 
to creating innovative solutions through focus on designing 
with people, rather than for people. This approach combines 
a process that utilizes Design Thinking and Participatory 
Design Research methods in order to empower the people who 
ultimately use a product, service, or system—along with those 
who have the most to gain or lose—to collaboratively create 
positive social impact and innovation, and improve quality of life.
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METHODOLOGY
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phase 1 ::  
Formulate Problems/
Opportunities
Understanding the current situation
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Research
Students conducted contextual, 
people-centered research in and 
around the Near West.
The initial meeting brought up many factors, both internal 
and external, that had to be considered during our research. 
Some internal factors included neighborhood diversity and 
dynamics, neighborhood relationships, and income levels. 
External factors included availability of fresh and healthy 
foods, garden plot availability, the Near West Quality of Life 
Plan, budget, and urban community garden best practices. 
Our methods of research ranged from standard web and 
print-based exploration, cultural probes, ethnographic 
research, and community observation.
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what we learned
One of the most important things we learned is that the 
near west neighborhood area is a food desert. A food 
desert is A food desert is “any area in the industrialised 
world where healthy, affordable food is difficult to ob-
tain.” By documenting the various fast food places in the 
near west neighborhood, our group was able to see how 
much these communities needed these gardens.
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near west accessibility map
local mexican grocers & restaurants
gas stations
indygo bus routes
Internal factors:
neighborhood diversity and dynamics 
neighborhood relationships
income levels 
External factors: 
availability of fresh and healthy foods
garden plot availability
the Near West Quality of Life Plan 
urban community garden best practices
Team Identity:
strategy + development 
Branding the team.
Mission:
Through facilitation, we will help build 
a foundation upon which the Near 
Westside Community of Indianapolis 
will improve quality of life and serve 
as a model for other communities.
Growing NearWest branding done by: 
FourGirls Design 
(4 junior Herron VC students)
phase 2 ::  
Formulate Solution
Using visual tools with community members
Walk-in Cards
To understand the community 
members’ daily experience.
Ideal Garden Collage Kit
Community members visualized and 
shared their ideal gardens.

Post-it Trees
Community members came up with many 
ideas for dealing with food storage, security, 
tool storage and irrigation.

Plot Location Map
Community members selected and ranked 
their ideal plot locations.

Pick-A-Plant
Selecting plants based on labor, climate and compatibility.

Accessorize
Community members selected and ranked 
their desired and donated garden amenities.
phase 3 ::  
Implement Solution
Action and sustainability
During the fifth meeting, we presented garden layout 
designs to each neighborhood based upon their collages, 
the “Pick-A-Plant” activity, the plant compatibility matrix, 
and the finalized plot locations. The layouts were designed 
with the help of Rachel Bennett from DIGS (Developing 
IUPUI Gardens Sustainability). She was a great asset and 
helped us to understand some basic gardening principles 
that were key in designing a layout. After some minor 
adjustments and suggestions from the residents, the layouts 
were finalized and ready to be put into action. 
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Plot Design
Community members reviewed and made 
changes to the students’ proposed plot 
designs before implementation.
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Seeding Event
Preparing and planting hundreds of seedlings.
Volunteer Day Promotion
Designing and deploying promotional materials. 
A volunteer day was scheduled to prep the gardens 
for planting. The day included clearing debris, tilling 
soil, creating paths, building raised beds, and other 
activities. Community involvement had been somewhat 
underwhelming, so we knew promotion would be key in 
attracting volunteers. Our group brainstormed on ideas 
for areas of Indianapolis to promote within, methods of 
promotion, and target audiences. We discussed viral   and 
guerilla marketing   techniques, along with press releases 
to local news stations, radio stations, and newspapers. We 
designed and developed a guerilla marketing campaign on 
a non-existent budget to raise awareness for Volunteer Day. 
We used readily available materials to screenprint on canvas 
scraps to create posters and banners with pull-off cards that 
included logistical information.
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Volunteer Day
Creating the gardens together.

Taking Inventory
After synthesizing all of the information we 
gathered from our activities it was time to 
research the solutions and decide which were 
most appropriate. We recognized that the 
decisions were ultimately up to the members 
of each community, so the research went 
towards persuading them to choose what we 
felt were the most appropriate solutions. 
Research on crop seasons and planting 
specifics lead us to create a set of cards for 
each food item to be planted in the gardens. 
These cards became part of an activity called 
“Pick-a-Card” that served as a way for us to 
narrow down our crop selections and add 
seeds to our inventory. Logistical solutions 
featured in the post-it tree activity were 
narrowed down and presented in the form of 
graphs that gave our four top suggested 
solutions to choose from. Although the logis-
tical solutions were research driven, the final 
decisions were those of the residents. 
The last stage of planning involved selecting 
leadership roles within the communities. A 
leadership/roles map was developed to aid in 
the breakdown of tasks and help define the 
experiences of the community members at 
their individual garden sites. 
Near West Community 
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(G) :  gardener  takes care 
of  water  and weeding and 
general  gardening.  
(P)  :  plant  manager  
wel l  educated on 
growing,  gardening.
(E) :  Equipment manager  
is  in  charge of  tools  
inventory and where they 
are  stored.
(S)  :  Security  in  charge of  
vandalism,trash up keep,  
fencing of  the garden.
Garden leadership chart
Community sign-in cards
Final plot diagram for the We Care garden
Cards developed for the pick-a-plant activity
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Sustaining the Effort
Students left the communities with tools to 
assume ownership over the gardens, including 
a leadership chart and contact information kits 
for each of the four communities.
NEAR EST
GARDENING
INITIATIVE
OVERVIEW
Our class was approached by representatives of Near 
West Neighborhoods to help plan urban gardens for 
the residents. Near West is a collection of four pre-
dominantly low-income neighborhoods in central  
Indianapolis without . Our role within in the planning 
was initially undefined, which left us with a lot of 
potential for exploration. 
Shea Strauss // Experience Design 
We had the opportunity to create something 
of great value for the residents of the Near 
Westside, and the gratitude expressed by 
them was both powerful and moving. 
- TakeRoot
Student Team
I believe the students brought new 
ideas and techniques that captured 
the interest of the residents. 
- Patrice Duckett
Near West Coordinator,
Greater Indy Neighborhood Initiative
I believe the students brought new 
ideas and techniques that captured 
the interest of the residents. 
The students were also able to bring 
information about different produce 
and how to design the garden itself.
- Patrice Duckett
Near West Coordinator,
Greater Indy Neighborhood Initiative
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